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This morning I would like us to focus on the question Joseph was 
considering in our Gospel reading: “To Divorce or Not to Divorce?” That is 
the question. We’re told that Joseph was “a righteous man,” which means 
that he believed in God’s OT words of both Law and Gospel. This was 
obvious in the way he planned to deal with Mary once he discovered that she 
was “found to be with child.” 

Our text says that “Mary had been betrothed to Joseph.” But in the next 
verse Joseph is referred to as Mary’s “husband.” This may sound confusing 
to our western minds. Therefore, it helps to know that normal Jewish 
marriages in those days had three stages. 

First there was the engagement period which often happened when two 
children were still children. This engagement would be arranged by either the 
children’s parents or a match maker.  

A second stage was the betrothal. This was a period of around a year, 
during which the couple formally approved of the previous engagement or 
arrangement. During that year they would often be referred to as husband and 
wife, even though they didn’t have all the rights and privileges of a husband 
and wife, especially when it came to the consummation of their marriage. 

The third stage was the actual marriage. It was only then, after their 
marriage, that a God-fearing couple would consummate their marriage. It 
was, therefore, not surprising that Joseph was troubled when he learned that 
Mary was expecting a child. He obviously knew that he was not the Father! 

We’re told in our text that Joseph, “being a just man and unwilling to 
put [Mary] to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly.” This demonstrates 
Joseph’s understanding of both God’s word of Law and Gospel. Jewish law 
allowed a man divorce his bethrothed or wife if she was guilty of adultery. 
This was for the good of society as a whole; the law’s attempt to uphold 
marriage between one man and one woman, which is an important part of 
any society. (That’s why the bill which our current president just signed into 
law, and which redefines marriage to include same sex couples, is such a 
tragedy to say the least. This is another sign of sinful man’s hatred of God 
and His Word, and a reminder that we are living in the end times). 

So Joseph, “by resolving to divorce Mary quietly” because of her 
apparent infidelity, was acting in accordance with God’s Law. But Joseph 
was also merciful and forgiving in his heart toward Mary. He could have 
made a big fuss about the fact that she had apparently been unfaithful, and 
demanded back any dowry or bride price that may have been paid at the time 
of betrothal. He could have also insisted that Mary be stoned to death which 
was the penalty for adultery in those days. 

But Joseph was merciful, and wanted to save Mary from this punishment 
if possible, even though it’s not clear how he would be able to do that since it 
appeared that Mary had not only been unfaithful but she was pregnant! That 
would be a hard thing to hide in a close-knit Jewish community. 



What or who changed Joseph’s mind from divorcing Mary to not 
divorcing her, but instead marrying her? It was the Word of God spoken 
through an angel, who told Joseph “do not fear to take Mary as your wife.” 

The truth is that Mary had not been unfaithful to Joseph, for God told 
Joseph through the angel: “that which is conceived in her is from the Holy 
Spirit.” And the best news of all? “She will bear a Son, and you shall call 
His name Jesus, for He will save His people from their sins.” Mary’s baby 
was not only human in nature through Mary, but also divine, being 
“conceived by the Holy Spirit,” true man and true God.  He was and is 
“‘Immanuel’ (which means, God with us).” 

By the grace and power of God’s Word and Spirit, Joseph believed this 
messenger of God’s Word. This was obvious through his actions. “He took 
[Mary] as his wife, but knew her not until she had given birth to a Son.” And 
he called His name Jesus.”  

At this point in the sermon you may have already thought of a number of 
ways God’s Word and Joseph’s response apply to you and your relationships 
with others, but let me focus on the most important way it applies to our 
lives. And that has to do, again, with divorce. 

As we consider how best to respond to the every day and often 
challenging times in our lives, God never wants us to allow our doubts, 
worries, fears, sins, or the every day and often challenging times in our lives, 
to divorce us from His Word and Sacraments. For God Himself is present 
with us in and through His Word and Sacraments to not only set us free from 
our doubts, worries, and fears, and to guide us in our decision making, but 
most of all to deliver us from our sins, death and the devil. 

No doubt we have all made decisions in the past which were contrary to 
God’s Word and were, therefore, not only harmful to ourselves and others, 
but divorced us from God. Thankfully, our crucified and risen Lord promises 
through His Word and Sacraments that our sins have been paid for and, 
therefore, we are forgiven, and promised eternal life in Paradise with God. 

What does this Good News cause us to do? It has the power of God to 
bring God’s people, like Joseph, and like you and me, together in repentance 
and faith as a family, gathered around God’s Word and Sacraments. Through 
these gifts God is present—God is with us—to create, strengthen, and keep 
us together with Him and the whole family of God so that we will never be 
divorced again. He also works through our faithful response (such as our 
coming together this morning) to lead others to the same Jesus Christ—
Immanuel—God with us. He’s what’s best for everyone! 

All glory be to God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

[Children’s Sermon] When we as Christians say that we believe in Jesus Christ, it’s the 
same as saying that we believe in God’s Word, the Bible. The Bible is where we not 
only learn about our need for a Savior, and God’s plan of salvation through Jesus 
Christ’s death in payment for our sins and resurrection from the dead in victory over 
our sins, death and the devil, but the Bible is also the place where God is present to 
enable us to believe and keep on believing in this Good News about our eternal 
salvation through Jesus Christ.  

So, this morning I want to give you this little symbol of a Bible to wear around 
your neck, and to remind you and others that the Bible is not only the place where 
we learn about our salvation through Jesus Christ, but also the place where God 
gives us faith in Jesus and keeps us believe in Him for our eternal salvation.


